Therapeutic levels of nitroglycerin do not affect the uptake and release of heparin by endothelial cells in vitro.
Intravenous heparin and nitroglycerin are frequently given in combination to patients with acute coronary syndromes such as unstable angina and post myocardial infarction angina. Heparin is prescribed since it has been shown that intracoronary thrombus formation is important in the pathophysiology of these acute conditions. However, it has been demonstrated that intravenous nitroglycerin can interfere with the anticoagulant effect of heparin. The exact mechanism of the interaction is unknown but it has been suggested that there is a direct effect on plasma heparin characterised by a reduction in circulating plasma heparin levels. Heparin binds to the surface of endothelial cells in a process that is time dependent, reversible and exhibits saturation kinetics. A possible mechanism of the observed effects on the plasma heparin levels produced by nitroglycerin may be the altered handling of heparin by endothelial cells. We have investigated this further by assessing the effects of therapeutic doses of nitroglycerin on heparin uptake and release by endothelial cells, using 35S labelled heparin and human umbilical vein endothelial cell cultures.